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North Beach wetlands, photo courtesy Tracy Adams
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executive summary
This Beach Management Plan provides guidance 
for protecting the City of  Waukegan’s public 
beach and dune natural resources, while 
preserving flexibility for continued recreational 
use. Recommendations within the document 
are unique to the needs and interests of  the 
Waukegan community, and are comprehensive 
through a process of  community input and 
outreach to various partners and resource 
experts. These recommendations build 
on past and current planning efforts and 
strategies are given for implementation of  Plan 
recommendations.

The Beach Management Plan (the Plan) will meet 
identified needs by providing an outline of  desired 
future beach/dune use, describing where these 
uses should be and how they will be managed, 
and outlining maintenance options. The Plan 
covers the need for permitting and approvals and 
provides guidelines for how/when these are to be 
obtained and from which regulatory agency.

The goal of  the Plan is to manage Waukegan’s 
unique beach and dune resources in a sustainable 
manner, both environmentally by protecting the 
natural areas as plant and wildlife habitat, and 
economically by allowing the City of  Waukegan 
and partners to maintain these areas into the 
future. 

The study area in the Plan is organized into three 
management zones including North Beach Park 
(Dune Area), North Beach, and South Beach 
(Swimming Beach). For each zone, management 
recommendations are divided into the following 
three categories:

•	 Habitat Management
Includes habitat management guidelines 
and identifies wildlife and plant monitoring 
and invasive species management needs.

•	 Sand Management
Includes sand management guidelines 
for entire beach and nearshore areas. 
Considers natural dune formation 
processes and provides management 
actions to limit dune buildup on South 
Beach while maintaining healthy dunes in 
natural areas. Provides design strategies to 
minimize the need for management action. 

•	 Recreation Management
Includes beach management and 
maintenance guidelines for recreational 
use of  the beach. Consideration is given 
to access points that will protect habitat 
while facilitating recreational beach use.
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South Beach kite boarding, photo courtesy Lisa May
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The City of  Waukegan’s public beaches and 
dunes are located north of  the Waukegan 
Harbor channel in the Dead River Watershed. 
The beaches, which are bordered by the North 
Shore Water Reclamation District and NRG 
power plant to the north, include Waukegan 
Municipal South Beach, North Beach, and 
North Beach Park, which consists primarily of  
dunes and natural areas.

Both beaches  are located within the Waukegan 
Harbor Area of  Concern as identified by 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
for clean-up. In 2016, after many years of  
effort, much of  the industrial contamination 
once present in the area has been contained, 
removed, and/or remediated. A brief  timeline 
of  lakefront cleanup accomplishments includes:

•	 2001: Johns Manville manufacturing 
buildings demolished

•	 2005: Soil cleanup complete at 
Manufactured Gas & Coke Plant site

•	 2006: Eastern-most building at OMC 
north plant site demolished

•	 2010: OMC building demolition
•	 2011: Active phase of  groundwater 

cleanup at Manufactured Gas & Coke 
Plant site complete

•	 2013: Environmental dredging of  harbor 
complete

•	 2016: BRP building demolition
•	 2016: OMC  and Johns Manville cleanup 

efforts nearing completion

The City of  Waukegan has a track record of  
City Council support for the development 
of  a working waterfront that combines a mix 
of  uses (recreational, industrial, commercial, 
and residential) in an environmentally and 
economically sustainable manner. 

In the year 2002, with site cleanup well underway 
and a significant amount of  lakefront property 
under City ownership, Waukegan partnered 
with the Urban Land Institute (ULI) to prepare 
an advisory report to help move past the area’s 
legacy of  industrial contamination. The ULI panel 
helped to form goals for the future of  Waukegan’s 
lakefront and recommended the creation of  a 
Master Plan to create a vision and action agenda 
for implementation. 

Waukegan Harbor Lighthouse, photo courtesy Tracy Adams

01/  introduction
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Following this recommendation, the City engaged 
a planning team led by Skidmore, Owings & 
Merrill LLP, who created the Plan titled “A 21st 
Century Vision for Waukegan’s Downtown 
and Lakefront”, adopted by the City Council in 
December of  2003. This Plan did indeed establish 
a long-term vision for the City of  Waukegan’s 
lakefront, and created a framework for future 
development. 

In July of  2015, the City of  Waukegan, in 
cooperation with the Waukegan Park District and 
Waukegan Port District and with funding from 
the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative through 
the Illinois Coastal Management Program, tasked 

the planning/design firm of  Edgewater Resources 
LLC to create an Active Implementation Plan 
as an effort to realize the vision of  the original 
Master Plan of  2003, specifically related to the 
immediate harborfront and north harbor areas. 
The final product of  the Active Implementation 
Plan of  2015 was an updated list of  action 
item recommendations. The development of  
Waukegan’s Beach Management Plan was one 
of  the high-priority action items recommended 
for completion within two years. City leaders 
and staff, as demonstrated through the Active 
Implementation Plan process, understand the 
critical value of  Waukegan’s unique sand beaches 
and dune areas.

2003 Master Plan Vision: Skidmore, Owings, & Merrill LLP
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1.1 study area description
The project study area is the City of  Waukegan’s 
Lake Michigan lakefront in Lake County, Illinois. 
The area includes Waukegan’s public beaches 
north of  the harbor channel, both South Beach 
and North Beach, and the adjacent North Beach 
Park. The two beaches are separated by a U.S. 
Army Corps of  Engineers breakwater called 
Johnson’s Pier, and are bordered on the west by 
East Sea Horse Drive. The project area is entirely 
under City of  Waukegan ownership, and is 
currently zoned as Conservation/Recreation. 

Current activities in the project area include 
beach-related recreation such as swimming, 
kitesurfing, parasailing, and sunbathing. There 
are sand volleyball courts on South Beach. The 
Stiner Pavilion, located along the northern edge 
of  the harbor channel, provides opportunities for 
picnicking and cultural activities such as outdoor 
concerts. There is currently no permanent 
restroom structure. Porta-potties are in place 
near South Beach. The beaches are not staffed 
with lifeguards. Passive recreation such as hiking 
and biking take place along Sea Horse Drive. Bird-
watching and hiking are popular activities in the 
dune areas between Sea Horse Drive and Lake 
Michigan. Public parking borders both South and 
North Beach to the west, supplying approximately 
600 spaces. During summer months, events such 
as outdoor concerts are held in this area.

While these areas attract visitors year-round, 
both South Beach and North Beach are extremely 
popular recreation destinations in the months 
between June and September, with thousands of  
visitors on some weekends.
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The three distinct zones within the project study 
area are North Beach Park (50 acres), North 
Beach (15 acres) and South Beach (11 acres).

According to the USEPA’s Lake Michigan Beaches 
Bacteria Total Maximum Daily Load (TDML) 
and Implementation Plan of  2013, the drainage 
catchment for Waukegan North Beach and 
North Beach Park is about 3.5 square miles and 
contains mostly residential land, roadways, utility/
waste facilities, and parks, with smaller areas of  
wetlands, golf  courses, forest/grassland, and 
land in commercial/industrial use. The drainage 
area around South Beach is slightly more than 
0.5 square miles and contains vacant land, parks, 
grassland, wetlands, utility/waste facilities, and 
commercial/industrial development. This half-
square-mile area does not drain directly to South 
Beach, but west to Waukegan Harbor. 

South Beach is a southeast-facing embayment 
flanked by 2 jetties: one facing south called the 
‘seawall’, and the other facing northeast, called 
‘Johnson’s Pier’. Johnson’s Pier was built as a 
breakwater for wave attenuation and was not 
intended for pedestrian access. 

The beaches are part of  a sediment transport 
cell that transports sediment from the Illinois/
Wisconsin border southward to Waukegan 
Harbor. Both beaches are located in the portion 
of  the cell that has conditions favorable for the 
accumulation of  sand, but because South Beach 
is embayed, it does not receive sand from littoral 
drift. Sand accretes on the north side of  Johnson’s 
pier creating significant sand shoaling, and leaving 
south beach sand starved. These shoals continue 
into the federal channel resulting in the need 
for continuous maintenance dredging. Another 
presumed source of  sand accretion in the federal 
channel is wind-blown sand from South Beach’s 
southern-most section of  beach, which overtops 
the seawall into the channel. These natural 
processes decrease the channel depth, which then 
requires regular dredging to maintain shipping 
draft needs.

Waukegan Harbor Federal Channel
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1.2 Purpose of Plan
The purpose of  Waukegan’s Beach Management 
Plan is to provide a clear vision and strategy for 
the City’s management of  these valued lakefront 
recreational and natural resources. Waukegan’s 
beaches provide a valuable recreation opportunity 
for residents and visitors, all within minutes of  
downtown. This study area is just one mile south 
of  Illinois Beach State Park, home to over 650 
species of  plants, abundant wildlife, and the only 
remaining beach ridge shoreline left in the state of  
Illinois. By providing resting and foraging habitat to 
migratory birds, Waukegan’s lakefront serves as 
an important link to Illinois Beach State Park and 
other natural areas extending northward along 
Lake Michigan.  

Balancing the recreational use of  these beaches 
while maintaining ecological diversity has 
the potential to provide desired recreational 
opportunities to the community while educating 
beach visitors about the global significance of  the 
site as habitat for plants and wildlife.

This Plan may not be able to address all issues 
related to beach management, but will help 
to identify which areas need more study, 
coordination, and discussion. 

1.3 Goals and Objectives
Through the preservation and management of  its 
beaches and dunes, Waukegan can use its legacy 
of  industrial contamination to tell the story of  
what was once here before human intervention 
– stunning natural areas and sand dunes rich with 
wildlife – and how some of  that is gone, but we 
have learned how to be better stewards of  the 
land and how human use can be compatible with 
preservation. These results can be sustained into 
the future through the implementation of  this 
Management Plan. 

Objectives include:
•	 Reflect the City of  Waukegan’s unique 

interests and priorities.
•	 Use and build on current planning efforts 

and available data.
•	 Include public input to create shared and 

accepted vision.
•	 Identify fundamental recreational 

infrastructure needs.
•	 Contain implementable guidelines and 

recommendations.
•	 Protect important habitats within the 

context of  planned recreational uses.
•	 Provide cost-effective strategies.
•	 Identify potential roles of  other agencies 

in assisting the City with beach and dune 
management.

•	 Identify key partnerships with other 
agencies to achieve management and 
monitoring actions.

•	 Identify reviewing, consulting and 
permitting needs for planned actions. 

•	 Outline proposed collaborative and 
cooperative processes to implement 
necessary management and maintenance.
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1.4 Related Planning Efforts
21st Century Vision for Waukegan’s 
Downtown and Lakefront (2003): prepared 
by Skidmore, Owings & Merrill LLP. This Master 
Plan represented the culmination of  extensive 
work by City of  Waukegan staff  and elected 
officials and the New Harbor City Renaissance 
Commission. Transformation of  Waukegan’s 
lakefront and downtown was planned to 
be driven by the projected development of  
up to 4,000 new homes and a combined 
1,000,000 square feet of  new retail, hospitality, 
entertainment, education and cultural activity. 

The Master Plan explored recommendations 
for both Waukegan’s lakefront and downtown 
civic spaces. Several action items from the 
2003 Plan have been realized today, including 
strengthening the downtown with such projects 
as the renovation to the Genesee Theatre, re-
establishment of  the Waukegan River through 
streambank restoration projects, and steps 
toward the creation of  an active harborfront 
district through improvements to Waukegan’s 
Harbor Marina.

Waukegan Harbor Area of Concern 
Remedial Action Plan (2011): The purpose of  
this document is to delineate restoration activities 
and support the recommendation to remove 
the Restrictions on Recreational Contact (Beach 
Closings) Beneficial Use Impairment (BUI) in the 
Waukegan Harbor Area of  Concern (AOC).

Beach Health Assessment for Waukegan 
Harbor South Beach (2013): Prepared by 
Julie L. Kinzelman, PhD of  the Racine Health 
Department and Tony Oxley, E.I.T. of  Miller 
Engineers & Scientists at the request of  the 
Illinois Department of  Natural Resources, Office 
of  Coastal Zone Management. The purpose of  
the report is to provide additional information 
on likely sources of  E. coli contamination and 
recommend mitigation and/or best management 
practices with the potential to improve nearshore 
surface water quality and reduce the number of  
beach advisories and closures.

Waukegan Harbor Area of Concern 
Sustainable Shoreline Plan (2015): The City 
of  Waukegan received a grant to develop this Plan 
to improve access, beach health, and recreational 
opportunities. Working with consultant Deigan & 
Associates, the goal of  this Plan is to promote the 
sustainable use, management, and development 
of  the Waukegan Harbor Area of  Concern while 
protecting critically important habitat and natural 
resources in an underserved, Environmental 
Justice community. The plan addresses: a) non-
point source pollution and health-impairing 
contaminants carried by run-off  from the 
parking lot and Sea Horse Drive and litter 
from recreational beach users; b) necessity for 
infrastructure to increase and encourage public 
access and nature based recreation, by designing 
a shared use trail connecting the coastal area to 
the train station, as well as the downtown area 
and bus stops; and, c) necessary infrastructure 
planning to support coastal economic 
development in this former industrial area.

This Plan is not yet complete and has only 
undergone preliminary review.

Waukegan Lakefront Active 
Implementation Plan (2015): The City of  
Waukegan, in cooperation with the Waukegan 
Park District and Waukegan Port District and 
with funding from the Great Lakes Restoration 
Initiative through the Illinois Coastal Management 
Program, tasked Edgewater Resources with the 
creation of  an Active Implementation Plan to 
realize the vision of  the 2003 Master Plan. 

The resulting Lakefront Active Implementation 
Plan contains a thorough inventory and analysis 
of  existing lakefront conditions and provides 
a framework of  economically viable and fully-
implementable action item recommendations to 
help fulfill the vision of  the 2003 Master Plan. One 
of  the high-priority action items from the Active 
Implementation is to draft a Beach Management 
Plan.
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Port District Master Plan (2016-Ongoing): 
Edgewater Resources intends to develop a 
Harbor Master Plan for the Waukegan Port 
District that will include a land-use plan, identify 
environmental constraints, and support a viable 
economic development strategy that will lead 
to the improvement and redevelopment of  the 
Waukegan Harbor. This effort will build on the 
work of  the 2003 Master Plan and the recently 
completed Lakefront Active Implementation 
Plan. The end product will become a road map 
outlining detailed approaches for addressing 
environmental issues and identifying key 
infrastructure improvements on Port District-
owned property that will support economic 
growth and development that is sustainable both 
environmentally and financially.

Illinois North Shore Sand Management 
Strategy (2015-Ongoing): an initiative by the 
nonprofit Alliance for the Great Lakes and funded 
through a grant from the Illinois Department of  
Natural Resources, invited policymakers, scientists 
and businesses to identify issues stemming from 
the erosion of  sand from Evanston, Illinois, north 
to the Wisconsin state line. The group will gather 
data on the complicated coastal dynamics of  this 
region and brainstorm regional solutions.

General Beach Improvements (2015-2016): 
Deigan & Associates

•	 Inventory of  dunes including sensitive 
habitats, endangered and threatened plant 
species

•	 Delineation of  beach wetlands, swales, 
floristic quality index

•	 Ecological Compliance Assessment Tool 
(EcoCAT) consultations and responses 
from Illinois Department of  Natural 
Resources, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
U.S. Army Corps of  Engineers and 
others on sand relocation and dune grass 
transplant

•	 Identification of  sand sources for beach 
nourishment including lab testing of  sand 
sources

•	 South Beach survey demonstrating current 
conditions above OHWM.

•	 Database of  E. coli beach closings
•	 Proposed reconstruction of  existing buried 

plank walk to Johnson Pier
•	 Beach trailhead plans and entry node 

features, including wayfinding and access 
control

•	 Bioswale design for South Beach
•	 Preliminary beach grooming guidelines
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200 feet

VIEW 1

VIEW 2

VIEW 3

VIEW 4

VIEW 5

VIEW 6

Oblique images courtesy USACE data, greatlakes.erdc.dren.mil, date of photos 4/7/2012

1.5 OBLIQUE IMAGERY 
The oblique aerial views on the following pages help to illustrate the existing conditions of  the beach 
and dune areas, including vegetative cover and wetland character. The oblique images also indicate the 
industrial nature of  adjacent land uses.
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